level seminars on geographic thought, environmental history, or political ecology. In particular, Bewell's discussion of the rise of natural history and its consequences in colonial worldviews complement and contribute to ongoing discussions within these fields on the nature (and power) of constructed scientific knowledge.
From a geographer's standpoint, however, Natures in Translation's lack of engagement with parallel discussions within our discipline is troubling, though at no fault of the author. Cultural geographers versed in place identity and the geographic imagination, for example, will no doubt find familiar (and delightfully articulated) ground in Bewell's chapter on White's The Natural History of Selborne, yet find our own voices missing from his analysis. Rather than critique Bewell for this oversight, perhaps we should reframe geographers' silences in Natures in Translation as a reminder to ask ourselves how to better contribute to ongoing interdisciplinary research lying at the crossroads of humanities and environmental studies. Mountains have evoked a range of feelings from awe to dread since antiquity. Little wonder then that mountains have occupied, in both literal and figurative senses, central positions in an array of religious and cosmological narratives. Mountains also figured prominently in the development of the scientific revolution and more recent notions of environmental conservation and sustainability. That provides the starting point for The Mountain: A Political History from the Enlightenment to the Present, but instead of covering that familiar ground, Bernard Debarbieux and Gilles Rudaz offer a wide-ranging examination of how mountains have served as frameworks and justifications for various types of social and political action intertwined with the larger project of modernity. In that sense, the authors' focus is not on the mountain as a reality or a representation but rather as a multifaceted framework "to identify the initiatives intended to configure, and often to naturalize, a category of knowledge and territorial practices" (p. 10). In the process, mountains are conceptualized as platforms for specific sets of politics and ideologies. As the authors note: "To put it succinctly, we shall study the processes by which societies construct their mountains" (p. 1-2). Those processes are inherently political and reflected in the considerable attention that modern societies and states have afforded to promote specific conceptualizations of mountains. The authors regard "this labor of definition, delimitation, and characterization of the mountain as one modality among others for constructing worlds that are at once natural, social, and political" (p. 3). Or put somewhat differently, The Mountain is not about mountains per se, but rather how people have thought politically about and through mountains.
Chapter one reviews attempts to apply scientific approaches to studying the origins and distributions of mountains, as well as their associated flora and fauna, since the Enlightenment. Although rooted in empiricism and the scientific method, these endeavors soon extended to encompass the human inhabitants of mountainous regions and the promotion of environmental determinism and cultural stereotypes. The remainder of the book is divided into two main parts based on the scales at which ideas of the mountain are configured to naturalize certain courses of political thought and action. Part one focuses on developments at the scale of the state, while part two examines the politics of mountains in the context of colonial empires and contemporary globalization.
Part one includes chapters two through five. Here, the authors draw attention on the roles mountains played in state formation and notions of territorial sovereignty, mostly in western societies. Chapter two examines on the notion of mountains as providing natural boundaries between sovereign states. The proposition seemed straightforward but generally served as a thin excuse to advance preconceived political agendas. Chapter three assesses the role of mountains in the construction of national identities. The image of the mountaineer, for example, was frequently imagined to epitomize key aspects of national identity, like strength, independence, and resilience. The mountain as a resource is covered in chapter four. This notion provided a foundation for policies favoring nationalization and resource extraction, as well as the somewhat later basis for national parks and nature conservation. Part one concludes with chapter five and its examination of the mountain as a place of residence. Previous chapters were largely driven by external actors, but eventually inhabitants of the mountains come to see themselves as distinctive and therefore deserving of greater state support or levels of autonomy.
Part two broadens the discussion to encompass western colonialism and globalization. Both developments witnessed the expansion of western notions and practices of the mountain to other parts of the world. And both developments ultimately worked to initiate re-configurations of the mountain that transcended the nation-state scale. Chapters six and seven outline how western notions of the mountain were exported around the world. The act of exploring and physically climbing mountain areas, for example, was motivated in part by assumptions that those arduous endeavors helped establish colonial claims. Chapters eight and nine bring the story forward to globalization and efforts to re-conceptualize mountains within international and cross-border frameworks for promoting sustainable development and conservation efforts. Despite some limited successes, these efforts have been largely ineffectual as state and local policy preferences tend to prevail over global scale concerns. Efforts to codify mountains in European Union institutions, the subject of chapter ten, were also limited, because those regions remained too diverse in their policy goals. Finally, chapter eleven concludes with an examination of various cross-border initiatives aimed at conceptualizing mountains as refuges of biodiversity and nature conservation. Again, these efforts achieved limited success in the face of prevailing state-centric decision-making and reluctance localities.
The authors have pieced together a solid narrative positioning the mountain as a mental framework "around and through which a set of conceptions of the natural, social, and political world has taken shape" (p. 284). Given that, the authors argue that we should understand that "the mountain as a category of cognition is in the first place a collection of ideas, before being a field for the implementation of operations, regulations, and public policies. It is therefore a category of collective action" (p. 285). The text flows nicely and is well-reasoned. The authors draw examples from around the world that simultaneously demonstrate to ubiquity and diversity of the politics of the mountain. It remains unclear how the mountain as a category of cognition and collective action differs from or is related to comparable categories, such as the idea of nature. The analysis would have also benefitted from more direct engagement with recent theoretical work on the concept of scale. Overall though, the authors provide an insightful study of the varied ways people have made politics through the notion of the mountain over time and space.
